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Arizona State Parks.....The Beginning

Boyce Thompson Arboretum State Park

Boyce Thompson Arboretum State Park
Location: 3 miles west of Superior on US 60
Tripartite Agreement March 30, 1976

The Boyce Thompson Southwestern Arboretum is located in beautiful and scenic Queen Creek Canyon, three 
miles west of Superior.  Natural resource developer and philanthropist William Boyce Thompson established the 
Arboretum in the mid-1920’s. The inspiration to create an arid-region arboretum sprang from a lifetime of fervent 
interest in things botanical, horticultural, and natural.  It was specifically inspired by Thompson’s visit to Russia dur-
ing the terrible famine years just after the First World War.  Thompson, who was a Colonel in the Red Cross, came 
to realize how profoundly dependent human beings are on plants.  It was Thompson’s fervent desire to do some-
thing to enhance man’s symbiotic relationship with members of the plant kingdom.  A man of broad vision typical 
of the expansive “can-do” times, Thompson along with the Arboretum’s first Director, Franklin Crider, fashioned a 
mission for the Arboretum that was vast and global in scope with economic utility and aesthetic appeal being of 
primary importance in accessioning material to the collection. 

The Arboretum was the first purely botanical institution in this desert State and was founded to promote under-
standing, through scientific research and public education, for plant-people relationships in the arid and semi-arid 

parts of the American Southwest and the world.  To further 
goals held in common, Boyce Thompson Southwestern 
Arboretum entered into a bilateral management agree-
ment with the University of Arizona in the mid 1960’s.  This 
agreement was expanded to include Arizona State Parks in 
1976, in recognition of the great recreational, educational, 
and historical significance of the Arboretum to the people 
of Arizona.

In the early 1970’s, State Parks was looking for oppor-
tunities to expand its system, and the Arboretum had 
been identified as a potential addition.  At this same time 
the Arboretum was facing financial difficulties.  In 1972, 

Dr. Kassander and Dr. Younggren of the University of Arizona approached the Parks Board to see if there was 
enough interest to pursue a partnership for the operation and management of the Arboretum.   The Parks Board 
was interested and instructed its staff to begin meeting with the Arboretum staff to determine what the Board’s 
involvement might be.  Following lengthy negotiations to develop an acceptable management agreement with 
the University of Arizona and the Boyce Thompson Southwestern Arboretum Board, the Parks Board signed a tri-
partite agreement on March 30, 1976.  Sharon Haennelt 
was selected as the first Park Manager.

In the years since its creation, the tripartite agreement 
proved to be a very effective way to support and man-
age this valuable and complex resource.  The arrange-
ment weathered fiscal crises and because of the people 
involved has grown into a strong and flexible working 
relationship.  Each partner brings to the arrangement 
the resources and expertise it is noted for.  The result 
is a uniquely beautiful and useful desert garden for the 
education and enjoyment of the people of Arizona, the 
United States, and the entire world.


